The Tmlm Hours of Midnight

Next sound, upon this bank of primroses and violets, arc the
twelve hours of midnight, one upon another in the antlcred
darkness. And, in between, the winding of a horn. If is silent,
and you listen, and it winds again. The tryst and the enchant-
ment are this hour in one. There are a myriad toot tails on the
leaves; little winds like little voices in the car; disaster, catas-
trophe in a raindrop falling; tragedies of dew.

'The Windsor bell hath struck twelve; the minute dr*4\v> on/
Now comes a footstep; and the horn is wound so m:.ir that you
hear the hunter's lips close upon the mouthpiece* It is the oak-
tree of Herne the Hunter; and the ghost of him with great f.tjuui
horns blows a blast again and shakes the stem* The w;:od
moonlight opens overhead- It obscures; and, at once, the night
is lit with lanterns. They are raised on long poles out of the pit
where they lay couched and are now displayed to the ni\\\n,
Sir John Falstaff lifts off his horns; Mistress Page and Micros
Ford appear. Doctor Caius comes one way and steals away a
sprite in green; Slender another way and takes oiFan eft" in white;
and Fenton comes and steals away Anne Page, A noise of hunting
is heard within.

So ends the play; but we continue its illusion into a perpetual
noon. The scene is the timber houses of the town, each set will)
gardens; a room in the Garter Inn; or the dells of the torcst. No
one ages; they are fixed and set in time. The Merry Wives, in
their high steeple hats, are the ripe goddesses of that mediaeval
day: they inspect the huge kitchens and cuff the scullions* Among
them work the maids whom the sprites, that midnight, had
pinched blue as bilberries. The snapdragon fires blow high
into the chimneys. Across the street, the lit mullions of the
Garter Inn spangle the darkness, for, if it is noont if this domestic
peace of the hearth and the distaff, this antiquity of loom ami
spinning-wheel, bespeak the day it must be followed by late
hours for Ford and Page, for Falstaff and for Bardolph* Mxt us
every one go home, and laugh this sport o'er by t country fire;
Sir John and all', and these words of Mistress Page,, spoken,
midnight in the forest, bring on the darkness, It needs a country
fire, a knocking of the red logs, in order to sec over again in
memory the comedy of Falstaff in the laundry basket* Falstaff 111
women's clothes, or his trysting in the fotest. Their day bums
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